The role of helminth infections in protection from atopic disorders.
The observation that allergies are less prevalent in developing countries, especially in rural areas, has stimulated considerable research to identify environmental factors associated with protection against allergic disorders. Here, we review recent studies conducted in developing countries. Epidemiological studies conducted in South America, Asia and Africa have attempted to identify factors associated with differences in prevalence of atopy, asthma and atopic dermatitis. Particular attention is given to the complex relationship between helminth infections and allergies. In answer to the question of whether helminth infections are associated with protection against allergic disorders, conflicting data have been generated. In addition to epidemiological studies, animal models have been utilized to gain insight into the immunological mechanisms involved in the interaction between helminth infections and allergies. These animal studies are discussed. The possible explanations for discrepancies found within both human and murine studies have been considered, highlighting the need for further research. An in-depth understanding of the relevant protective mechanisms against allergic disorders will open the possibility of developing novel therapeutics to prevent the allergic march worldwide.